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save them from starvation. Luck was certainly, as a rule,
on their side. Often enough the gold-dust was not to be found
for the looking, but the * new-chum' rarely lacked a pal ready
to share his grub with anyone down on his luck. This rough
life, though it resulted in many vices, brought out many
virtues also, and the chief of them was that code of comrade-
ship which was seldom broken even by the coarsest and
roughest men. Brutal though many of those diggers were,
ready enough to shoot down any fellow who * jumped * a claim
already pegged out, or anyone who made off with somebody
else's * dust,* they seldom left a comrade in the lurch so long
as he played fair, and were ready to feed or to nurse him if he
* took sick/ Many stories of heroic self-sacrifice and devoted
friendship, of rough-bearded men as tender as women may be
to a fever-stricken friend, of open-handed generosity to some
1 poor devil down on his luck/ brightened the life of those
camps which, taking them as a whole, were not conspicuous
for high morality or the refinements of civilization. Certainly
they had their darker side. Drunkenness was a common vice
that killed off many a strong man and swallowed up many
a newly-made fortune* The proprietors of the liquor shops in
the neighbourhood of the diggings, most of them the greatest
scoundrels on the face of the earth, often piled up bigger
fortunes behind their drinking-bars than the men who dug
up treasure with painful labour. Thousands of the diggers
squandered their money in drink as soon as they made it
Working for a week or a month at a time, they would throw
down their picks and their pails and make for the nearest
whisky shop, where they would plank down their cheque, or
dump down their dust, as they called it in the rough jargon
of the diggings, and * drink it out,' until the landlord considered
that they had had their money's worth. Then back again they
would go after mis bout of debauchery to begin all over again,
to work from the rising to the setting of the sun, day after day,
week after week, until they had got sufficient funds to indulge
in the same abominable orgies' again.